Anatomical dissection in enlightenment England and beyond: autopsy, pathology, and display by Stephens, Elizabeth
Peter Meusburger and Thomas Schuch have
compiled a reference work that is large without
being unwieldy, flattering without being uncrit-
ical, and informative without being uninterest-
ing. The only thing cumbersome is their title—
which is a shame, since the rest of the text is
clear and elegant.
The success of this “scholarly atlas” is a prod-
uct of the judgment of the editing, the excellence
of the contributions, and the decision, unusual in
a work of this kind, to map the history of Hei-
delberg University in space as well as in time.
Heidelberg’s intellectual development depended
on contexts as much as it did on ideas, a fact
made plain in the many pictures, graphs, and
charts that illustrate the work. Moreover, the
particular genius of Heidelberg, as Norbert Elias
and Celia Applegate remind us, arose from the
provinciality of its setting. Readers of Isis will
find it salutary to consider that lone scholars,
with their tenuous but vital networks of patrons,
colleagues, and students, have worked at Hei-
delberg for the last 625 years.
The book is divided into three sections: the
history of the university up to 1945, the reorga-
nization of research and teaching after World
War II, and the connections of Heidelberg to the
wider world. The narrative is necessarily epic,
with good chapters on Martin Luther’s disputa-
tion, the younger Romantic circle of Heidelberg
scholars and poets, the scientific triumvirate of
Robert Wilhelm Bunsen, Gustav Robert Kirch-
hoff, and Hermann von Helmholtz, the South-
west School of Neo-Kantianism under Wilhelm
Windelband and Heinrich Rickert, the scholarly
associates of Max Weber, and the many Nobel
Prize winners in physics, chemistry, and physi-
ology who worked or studied at the university.
There is much to interest historians of science.
For example, I knew that droves of American
and Russian researchers trained at Heidelberg,
but I had no idea how important the university
was to the growth of science in Hungary and
Japan; by the same token, I learned a great deal
about Heidelberg’s native strengths in chemis-
try, biochemistry, medicine, and anthropology.
More might have been made of the gloomier
record of the university’s xenophobia in the
nineteenth century (the French philosopher E´mile
Boutroux was taken for a spy), but due attention
is given to Heidelberg’s decline under National
Socialism and to its current challenges in fund-
ing and leadership. The Wissenschaftsatlas of
Heidelberg University is a model of commem-
orative history.
GABRIEL FINKELSTEIN
Piers Mitchell (Editor). Anatomical Dissection
in Enlightenment England and Beyond: Au-
topsy, Pathology, and Display. viii  186 pp.,
illus., tables, bibl., index. Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate
Publishing Limited, 2012. $89 (cloth).
The aim of this edited collection, writes Piers
Mitchell in his introduction, is to extend recent
scholarship in the history of anatomy in England
along two key axes. The first is geographical. In-
corporating analysis of sites outside of London, the
book is intended to widen the scope of current
research to include accounts of anatomical practice
in provincial locations. The second is methodolog-
ical. Whereas the vast majority of work in the
history of anatomy relies primarily on archival
documents, the majority of the essays in this vol-
ume draw directly on findings from recent archae-
ological excavations. A key aim of this collection
is hence, as Simon Chaplin explains in his chapter,
to demonstrate how “our understanding of the na-
ture of dissection can be informed or developed by
archaeological research” (p. 113).
Andrew T. Chamberlain’s opening chapter ex-
amines the excavation of the Newcastle Infirmary
Burial Ground, closed just thirteen years after the
introduction of the Anatomy Act of 1832. This site
provides valuable information about pre–Anatomy
Act dissection practices, including evidence that
surgical techniques were practiced on dead bodies.
A. Gaynor Western’s account of the practice of
provincial medicine at the Worcester Royal Infir-
mary moves between the archaeo-osteological and
archival evidence. A particular point of interest
here is the letter from one inmate of a Worcester
workhouse to the Lancet in 1829, protesting the
possibility of postmortem dissection—a rare first-
person response to the common practice of dis-
secting unclaimed bodies in such institutions (p.
39). The chapter by Ceridwen Boston and Helen
Webb on Oxford sites draws similarly on archae-
ological and historical evidence. Oxford housed
one of the earliest medical schools in Britain, and
this chapter provides a succinct account of the
emergence and practice of anatomy in Oxford over
the early modern period, noting that dissection was
a compulsory part of the curriculum in medicine as
early as the sixteenth century (p. 44). Tania Kaus-
mally contributes a study of the Craven Street
Anatomy School, identified as “the only private
anatomy school uncovered archeologically in the
UK” (p. 69). The remains at this site, as at the
Newcastle Infirmary site, show evidence of post-
mortem practice of surgical procedures that is con-
sistent with the sharing of cadavers among stu-
dents. The chapter on the London Hospital, by
Louise Fowler and Natasha Powers, also contex-
tualizes archaeological findings within the longer
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history of the site, demonstrating how anatomical
practice was part of the wider social and political
context in which the hospital functioned. Simon
Chaplin’s wonderful chapter on dissection and dis-
play in eighteenth-century London is a highlight of
the volume, providing a rich account of the role of
“the anatomical museum as a site for displaying
the material evidence of dissection in Georgian
London” (p. 97). A particular point of interest here
is Chaplin’s important problematization of the as-
sumed distinction between “public” and “private”
dissections, and museums, at this time. Jonathan
Evans’s chapter on St. Barts’ museum, said to be
the first medical school museum in London, is
filled with the kind of historical detail that chal-
lenges popular assumptions about anatomical and
curatorial practice of the time, especially by draw-
ing attention to difficulties in cataloguing the col-
lection. Piers Mitchell and Vin Chauhan’s study of
the Westminster Hospital Pathology Museum
compares acquisitions in the Westminster Hospital
medical school pathology museum in the 1800s
with those of the Hunterian Museum of the Royal
College of Surgeons. The final chapter, Kenneth
Lo and Mitchell’s study of neurosyphilis speci-
mens and documents from the Imperial College
London pathology museum, includes some fasci-
nating and very rare documentation, including
“letters written by a patient at a time of markedly
deranged mental state, along with medical notes of
doctors dating from the very same week” (p. 155).
While each of the chapters in Anatomical
Dissection in Enlightenment England and Be-
yond constitutes a substantive analysis of its
particular case study, those that contextualize
these findings within the broader history of anat-
omy are likely to appeal to a wider readership.
Drawing on archaeological evidence to contrib-
ute to the history of anatomy is a valuable proj-
ect, and so it would have been productive to
have seen a more detailed account of how this
approach extends, rather than simply confirm-
ing, what we already know of this history.
ELIZABETH STEPHENS
Andre´s I. Prieto. Missionary Scientists: Jesuit
Science in Spanish South America, 1570–1810.
x  287 pp., figs., illus., bibl., index. Nashville,
Tenn.: Vanderbilt University Press, 2011. $59.95
(cloth).
In this book, Andre´s I. Prieto brilliantly tells the
story of the emergence of a Jesuit scientific
culture in early modern Spanish South America.
Prieto argues that the Jesuits in Peru developed
scientific practices in the context of their mis-
sionary and educational work among Peru’s Na-
tive peoples, their traveling from mission to
mission, and their training in European tradi-
tions that helped them to frame their work.
The book (eight chapters and an epilogue) is
divided in three parts. The first part (Chs. 1–3),
“Missionary Ethos,” tells the story of how the
Jesuits established colleges in colonial cities, as
they originally planned in 1568. Yet Viceroy
Francisco de Toledo (1515–1584) persistently
requested them to establish houses in Indian
villages and to work toward the conversion of
the Indians. Eventually, in 1576, they did so;
their missions became contact zones, and indig-
enous people became informants in matters of
social and natural history.
The second part (Chs. 4 and 5), “Collabora-
tive Enterprise,” studies the circulation of infor-
mation and people through the colleges and mis-
sions the Jesuits established in Peru (and
beyond). Jesuits like Jose´ de Acosta and Bern-
abe´ Cobo (1582–1657) worked and lived in
Peru, Mexico, and Spain. They, and others like
them, became members of a community of Je-
suit natural historians. Cobo, for instance, not
only kept in contact with his Peruvian col-
leagues while in Mexico but also read Acosta’s
book and used it in his own work.
The third part (Chs. 6–8), “Natura ad Maiorem
Dei Gloriam” (“Nature for the Greater Glory of
God,” a play on the Jesuits’ motto), discusses
Acosta’s Historia natural y moral de las Indias
(1590), Cobo’s Historia del Nuevo Mundo
(mid1650s), Alonso de Ovalle’s Histo´rica re-
lacio´n del reyno de Chile (1646), and Diego de
Rosales’s Historia general del reyno de Chile
(early 1670s). They wrote their histories in the
context of their missions in Peru, and they relied
on Native informants and their own experiences.
Yet they had distinctive approaches linked to their
intellectual traditions. Acosta saw in the study of
nature a reflection of God’s plan for salvation
(following an Augustinian tradition); Cobo saw in
marvels and wonders of nature evidence of God’s
power and omnipotence (following a Thomistic
tradition). Ovalle and Rosales wrote local histories
of Chile and its distinctive nature. They character-
ized its climate, flora, and fauna as superior to
Europe’s. The epilogue covers the mid-eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, with the work of
the Creole Jesuit Juan Ignacio de Molina.
Missionary Scientists provides a framework
for understanding such influential natural histo-
ries of the early modern period as that of Acosta.
His book was translated into English, German,
French, Italian, and Dutch. Scholars such as
Theodor de Bry (1528–1598), Francis Bacon
(1561–1626), John Huyghen Linschoten (1563–
1611), and Joannes de Laet (1581–1649) used
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